General Guidelines for Educational Visits
to Federal Courts

WHAT CAN STUDENTS AND TEACHERS DO AT THE COURTS?

There are many learning opportunities for teachers and students at federal courts. Teachers should
call the court they want to visit to find out what services are available there to help students learn about
the court system. Many federal courts have web sites. Teachers may want to visit the local court’s web site
through www.uscourts.gov links before arranging a trip to the court. Some suggestions for activities are
listed here:

Observe a trial

Often there will be a court session when students are visiting. Most, but not all, of these sessions are
open to the public, including groups of students. Teachers can find out what is on the docket for the day
they are planning to visit and request to bring students into the courtroom. Students should be prepared
for the visit so that they understand what they see (see below). Proper rules of decorum, including dress
codes, must be followed if a class comes to observe a court session.

Take a tour

Taking a tour of a federal court can help students better understand court procedure and the jobs of
those who work in the courts. Students will learn what happens in the federal court behind the scenes,
information they don't see on television court dramas. While students usually cannot visit judges’ cham-
bers, they can tour a courtroom and talk to court personnel about how trials and hearings are conducted.
If time permits, students may even be able to role play certain aspects of court procedure, such as voire
dire, in the courtroom.

Interview/converse with a judge or other personnel

Many judges are willing to talk to students about the federal courts and their role in them. They will
often speak to students in an empty courtroom to help students visualize the procedures they describe.
However, judges have ethical guidelines that prohibit them from discussing cases that are pending before
them. Speaking personally to a judge can demystify the court experience for students, making them less
fearful or suspicious of the legal process. Other participants in the legal process also may be willing to speak
to students. Federal prosecutors and public defenders can help to illuminate the adversarial system. No
matter who speaks to the students at the courts, it is important that students be prepared for the interac-
tion. Help them draft questions before and during the visit to ensure a productive learning experience.

How DOES A TEACHER SET UP A VISIT TO THE COURT?

To set up a visit, teachers should contact the clerk’s office in the court they wish to visit. Because the
courts tend to be very busy, teachers should be prepared to allow several weeks of lead time when they are
arranging a visit. The telephone number for the clerk is usually listed in the phone book. The personnel in
the clerk’s office can help teachers select an appropriate date for a class visit and can even find out what
cases are on the docket if students wish to observe a court session. The clerk also will provide important
logistical information, such as parking, for court visits. Some questions you may want to ask the clerk’s
office:

0 How many students may | bring to the court at one time?
0 Which days and times are best to bring students to the court?

0 What can my students do at the court?
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o If we come to see a specific case and it settles, is there a back-up activity we might do?
0 Are there any reading materials or web sites about the court | could review before we visit?
0 What are the rules of decorum and dress the students must follow?

0 Are there any judges who would be willing to speak to students? Prosecutors? Public defenders?
Other court personnel? How can | set up a meeting with them?

How SHOULD TEACHERS PREPARE STUDENTS BEFORE VISITING THE COURTS?

The best time to visit a court is during a unit on the judicial system or the rights that the system
protects. In this context, students can put their new knowledge to use by observing and interpreting court
sessions and finding out more information from judges and other court personnel. In particular, it may be
helpful for students to learn about the structure, functions, and procedures of the court before attending.
U.S. courts have a set of basic lesson plans about the federal judicial system that teachers may use for free.

However, it also may be useful to conduct one or more lessons on judicial basics while the students
visit the court. Judges and others may then help conduct lessons. If there is a structured activity for
students, teachers, and court personnel to engage in while at the courts, the students may find the experi-
ence more interesting than simply being talked to. If you choose to conduct a lesson while at the court, be
sure to talk to the judge or other court employee before hand to make sure that they understand their roles
in the learning process. The federal courts offer interactive lesson plans at <www.uscourts.gov> “Courts to
Classes.”

If students are interviewing or conversing with court personnel, it is often helpful for them to prepare
questions before visiting the court. Students can write questions that relate to information they already
have learned about the courts, or satisfy their curiosity about an issue they may have seen in the media or
other source. You may give students some guidance on their questions by providing models or steering
them away from inappropriate questions. For instance, a judge will not be able to talk about a case that is
currently before the court, but can answer questions about procedures that students may have seen while
observing a session.

How SHOULD TEACHERS FOLLOW UP WITH STUDENTS AND COURT PERSONNEL?

Following up on a visit to the court is just as important as the preparation for the visit. Teachers
should reinforce learning from the court experience through continued classroom activities on the judicial
system. Whenever possible, refer to what students learned while at the courts to help them make connec-
tions between the court and their classroom experiences.

It is also important to follow-up with a note of thanks, preferably signed by the students, addressed
to those who helped make the experience meaningful. Before leaving the court, be sure to get the names
and addresses of those who set up the visit or spoke to the students.
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